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As a distinct art form, theatre for young audiences is' comparatively )

a . *

young. In the United States it has been used almost exclusively aéAaQ

. . ¢
entertainment medium with some lip service paid to "educational values.” The
. - .

/

*programming revolution brought to television by "Seséme\Street" has propelled

-

that medium well beyond most American children's theatre in both educational

L.

and social areas. Powerful and effectivg television programming has appeared

dealing with social ‘issues ranging from diVor;e and. drug abuse.to child « X

pornography. The networks have found sponsors and an audience for these
topics through excellent writing andi@uality treatment. But even television

for the young

«

audience.

In several European countries theatre for young audiences is much mere o

’
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aggressive in seeking to infludnce the attitudes and ideas of the éqdfénce -
than we are in the United States. For example, in an address éo the ASSITEJ .

General Assembly on Tuesday, June 16, 1981, the delegate from Portugdly
. . .
suggested theatrd needs to be J%ub&%rsive?——an instrument to "liberate the

child to the new 8Spcial order....” If we merely integrate the child into'

current society we @are "charlatans who are \Instruments of the seat of power.” .

Theatre should not be a ”sugaru:oat on a pill of education....” It must be

4

larger than that. We. should "take a stand,” not just be "playing at” theatre,

passing time, decorating the stagé. ﬁ\k ' 4

.
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These remarks were'greeted by lonyg and loud applause from many of the

delegates, and were reinforced by intervicws with delegates from several Wes-

[

- " ) AN
tern European countriés, The "art” of theatre was frequently attacked in dis-

cussions, both public and private, and several demanded “art” be eliminated in

favor of "message.” Traditgonal "fairy tale theatre”

.

is in disrepute and was
- freouently“used as the negative example in'exploring,what we should be doing

.in the field,

The‘implications of this\noyement are best demonstrated by viewing some

specific efamples from individual countries. 1 have selected'hngland, The

Denmark and Finland. ' Y,

\ .

\

. Netherlands,

\

ENGLAND - ’ .

-

. /
]

| } A} . A

. “
To some extent, En%gand has set the pattern for severa? other countries
re —— 3

o -

-

in their approach to theatre’for young peaple. There are traditional "panto-

each Chrfstmas holiday season given by almost all regional theatres and
Lot -

This is a "family” theatre experience’,

.mimes”
by tgf West End Theatre in London.

= b
elegantly stiged and costumed, based on traditional fairy ta}es {Rodgers and

“Hammerstein's Cinderella-was developed‘as an English pantomimé).

e

Brian Way is credited with pioneeriné the Yognf People's Theatre movement

,by establishing the Theatre Center, as a réaction to the "pantomime" theatre's R

"superficial” level, attempting to é%{more “imaginative, educatidnal and
. friendly, and setting out to work where it was more accessible to and comfor-

table for young people: 1in sehdols. Twenty-nine.ycars later this represents
¢

a major force in English theatre for young people. David Johnston, current-

2

\ director of yhe Thedtre Centeé% in a paper presented at the Lyons ASSITEJ

S )

Congress did%ussed the origins of the T.1,E. movement, its relationship to

N

J
(o5
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Young People's Theatre, and the political direction of the
»  work: ' , .

It was. no surprise, therefore, thatgthe young idealists
who started the T.I.E. movement iIn:Great Britain, in Coventry
and elsewhere, anxious as they were to invQlve young people
in socio-political thought, issues directly .relevant to the
formal curriculum and to young people's lives rather than es-
capist fantasy, should choose to work in schools rather than
theatres....A Y.P.T. company like Theatre Center has increass
ingly seen the social and educational value of presenting
plays on specificg themes such as Ecology, Prejudice, and

\ Third World; and/ T.I.E. companies have come to see thé value
of the 'performance' element in programmes being extended
relative to the drama- teaching, discuSsion, decision-making
element, so the labels "T.I.E."” and "Y. .T.” have become .
biuRred'and the "Theatre in §dhools movement has matured!

ﬁ‘ L] L] .
\ . . .
1f I give the impression of highly motivated political
activists infiltrating.schools in order’ to subvert the curri-
culum and the pupils, I do not think I would be representing
< the Theatre in Schools. movemegt at all correctly. The teach-

N

trative level, is far too conservative to allow that form of"
development, Head teachers have considerable power in their
. schools, and can easily refuse to allow any theatre group -
into their schools....but....I-am interested in the political.
impact of Young People's Theatre ‘e work; I do see the art form-
as one which can supply information, ideas and alternatives
to those perpetuated by the British establishment. We are '
not in schools to indoctrinate; we are certainly there to -
offer young people alternative information which may help
them draw their own conclusions. Inm
progressive YPT/TIE groups in Great Britain have no tiig for
P the attitude that 'art for art's,saké' can exist, that " pure'
entertaioment should be the basis of Young People 8 Iheatre.

statement which declares thap the artist should not present
work with political overtones. Such opinions in our country
are usually presented by, those who ignore the'ﬁlethora of .
(establishment-bjased) political information ,which daily 4
infiltrates the lives of young people. I believe that
theatré is a medium of communication and as such most commun-

be an escapist fantasy, a diversion from twentieth céntury

- reality, The Times Educational Sdpﬁiement recently wrote of
Theatre Center s work: . : .
. @ .

7

' ing pquession in Great Britain, particularly at the adminis-"

pinion, the bbdy of

For me the clearest statement of political -allegiance’is that |

icate ideas,.thoughts about a.real world and cannot afford to

2

1
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In 1964 the emphasis\%as on the qualities which
g0\£o make good theatre. There i's certalnly

zﬁl that, but this time 'enterprises of great
pith and moment' which Brian Way's 'Hamlet' might
have articulated as beautiful verse, are now
, presented as raw issues to confront. Sadily,
that's the-world the childreg of the 1980's will
wave tg live in.!

-

.

David Johnston has articulatély desc;ibed'the positiantakeh by the
TIE/YPT companies. They want current issues and change. Other interviewees
used the’word "radical™ to describe some of the TIE companies and.the heavily
& & Marxist political views represented in their productions. Therefore, phggand

’J M ‘ .
has both a well established "traditional” theatre offering primarily folk tale

\

ﬁterial, and a second generation activist theatre seeking social and poli—ky

tical change.? ( »

THE NETHERLANDS . -

This small country has some thirty-six theatre companies playing for
(I
children and youth., Only five or six are subsidized, the rest must survive on

. l -
earned income. About fifty percent deal primarily with political/social sub-'

jects while the rest present more-traditional ‘bterial or contemporary prob-

* o
.
[y

lems.

NN
s
4.\
s
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<
N ’
1pavid Johnston, "School, a Pla&% éb:.Performanke°' mimeograph

1 manuscript of address to ASSITEJ Congress, Lyons, France, 18 June 198f
PP. 3-4. . , -

, 230hn English, interview conducted at. ASSITEJ Congress, Lyons,
/ﬂFrance, 16 June 1981. - ‘ . . N
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Some titles and plots will illustrate the range of theatre played for
‘ . » M
. children in the NetherlandS' winner of the Hans Snoek Prijs for 1981 the

: thea

@

. i
\ titled Wat Heeft ie toch, wat Heeft ie toch?

have?”). « : ) : ‘

Do™)

. parents and children,

tre cooperative Mevrouw Smit has‘a pl’} for eight to—twelve -year-olds

(iWhat do ya have, what do ya

~
., This is a story about a family--father, mother, two
children--where one of the children is not loved as much
as the other. \ -
There are dvénts such as power struggles between
aggression, making friends, feeling
of guilt, and school experiences. .

@

A second company, Maccus, stages a show titled Niks te doeén ("thhing to

. \ . ,
. It deals with a major current problem in the: Netherlands and Germany:

empty apartment buildings in the face of a-housing shortage., -

What do you do when you havennothipg/to do? Sjonnie
and Paulien think of everythfng, but, nothing is fun, and
the fun things are not permitted. Then they discover the
empty house. That becomes their place.

The adults find it too dangerous and the city boards

the house up.

“But the children don't give up.their

playhou$e so easily.4

A third group,-Marmouzet

"audiences as bringiﬁg:
- . |
...traditionalAEheatre to the chil
comfortable. about theatre as he do

>

S

-

.

so he will feel as
with a school or 3

,'describe their goal inﬁgping theatre for young

.

swimming pool.

“The primary purpose is the pleasure of

s the children in believing through theatre.” : .

- . ¢
N .

\

Wilkor and the Werkverband von Provinciale Serviceburo's, 1980),

tramslated by H. Oaks.

°

.. ‘*wnkor, p. 13.
~/

QWflhhr, p. 8.

_ v

/
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3

- 3Stitchtirig Wi\kor, Kindertheatre 80/81 (The Hague: Stitchting

@

p. 11, .

-
~ 3
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. Yet another group, De Speeldoos, in the play Klaren Maken de ‘Fantasie

.
- N .

("Clothes Make the fantesy"), has three persons in a number of scenes demon-

strate how wearing different costumes makes one see and speak differently. At

, the end of\the piece, the five;to—ren—year;olds may vote on who played_tne

D
-
1

best .0 . 4

Clearly’, there is a foll range of offerings, from social problems through

. ‘A
(ineer entertainment. The artistic level varies, but the description of the

A}

w&rk of the Mevrouw Smit company in the repor¥ of the Hans Snoek Prijs Awards
Jury leads one ‘to believe they do excellent work.7_ Overall, the quality of
production of the fifty—one puppet companies is superior to.the work of the

theatre companies, I am pold.? There is no fully staged children's theatre
. i a K Q’ 4 ’
(like the pantomimes in‘E?gland) since none of the children's\eofpanies have '

permanent theatres, and th\ adult companies do no plays for chfldren.

: e
DENMARK . )

Ry

This country represents the kind of political dlvision that can come from

a basic differénce in ideological approach. I picked up booklets from‘two

toa

. Danish Centers for ASSITEJ--each describing its p7(t of Danish Theatre for

. r

.

children and ignoring the pther. The more treditiona;.gfoup was seated;end
\the obner group was removed ;er its dispi@y Zooth onderAprorest at the“outseo
\of‘tﬂe Congress. —This subgroup represents thirtx-two theatres; moso)of~them

k . - ’ . ' - L

:ai{ ‘ ’ . | — . .

6Wilko\r,;p. 9% ‘ ) d S . o

' ‘% 7Juryrapp rt Hans Snoek Prijs 1981 (Amsterdam: Vereniginé Schbuwbnrg

en Concertgebouw Directies in Nederland), p. 3. :

PHans Snoek, interview condugxed at ASSITEJ Congress, Lyons, Prance,
14 Ju e 1981.- .

.
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collectives with strong political and social views. Excerpté from théir

Rublication’establish their pesition: .
The Working Class Movement and artist of ‘the Theatre came' -

together and made a Theatre for Schoolchildren (Damsk Skol-

escene) which revolved around the idea that all childrepn irres~

pective of "Class,” had the opportunity to get to know Clas-

sical ‘'Theatre art, not just being read and "explained” in a

schdol lesson but actuglly experienced on a' stage....
Due to the influence of the Student-Worker Uprising of :

1968, thoughts of the re-evaluation of the Task of Art in Soci-

ety gained a foothold in theatre circles, and .the ground-

principles of the state institution (Dansk Skolescene) were

brought up to examination. After a political and ideological

strife the institution was abolished.

~ Thus public money & set aside for the Theatre for Children,

was released and educationally and politically engaged actors

stood at the ready to make children's theatre, the aims of

which were not to bring up children to be good Theatre-goers

like adults but, on the contrary, aimed at making theatre

around the children's own realfty and _based upon the children's

own conditions. This in essence me ns that one no longer pre-

gented plays where the 'Good Fairy' arrives at the end and

solves.all problems with her 'Magic Wand' but plays which show
~ , tRat: humans who create problems for one another must of neces-

sity solve them together. :

.These actors ‘were no langer content to play theatre in the "

huge buildings meant originally for aduits They built

Theatres meant for children...and they were no longer content:

with playing in"a 'Statjonary' Theatre. The theatre experiehce

- should be something open to all no matter from which social
strata or which regional area they come.from:.,.theatre groups
began to tour. . ] )
. . - .
Five theatres‘are represented by the other organggation arfd some of their
14

'

work is also topical, Parkteatret last year, for exémple, did a GermaP play

on the problems of technology, a series of British plays on electricity and

= - ) N
magnetism, and a Canadian“musical. Another of the companies, Fontana Studi?,

staged a Puppet Ballet to the music .of Debuqé? and is doiﬁ% an adaptation of

~ .

—

Anatole srahce's jﬁstgr of.éod.‘ . " ——

-

9Arp€ Skovhus, “"Children's Theatre in Denmark" (Frederiksgdrggade .o
1360 Copenhagen, Denmark: The Danish Centre for ASSITET)\ 1981), as
ord : “ - -—

» hd -~
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The }rehd in Denmark is toward contemporary material, much of it with
. - -
' /
socio~-political pvertones, but some tfaditional work continues.

~

~
. ‘ i »
FINLAND . . "~
- - 1 4

An examination of theatre for children in Finland may help to understand
* the, development in the whole of the Nordic region, although each ‘country has ~
R . ' . Q

unique qualities.. As in England, the established theatres produce "Christmas

. 4 . ' \
.

* Plays™ intended for a family audiencef and this constituted the offering for -
_the younger audience until ‘the 1960's. The political and social activism of a

. 13
this period, brought on partly by mass audience television, spawned a

-

situation wherd “spontangous self-expression, natural play, running wild,

s .

directed improvfsarian, etc., could equally well be classified as creative “

activity -or as children's theatre." Something needed to be done.
[ i o0

In this rather chaotic situation some of the young people

in the theatre became interested in children's theatre,

Alongside the school theatre (Skolteatern), a Swedish language

theatre which had been running for ten years, they started up

four new children's theatre groups at the beginning of the o

*, seventies: AHAA-teatteri, Penniteatteri, Tilateatteri and the
puppet thsatre Vihrea ‘Onena,l0 Y. . . .

.

'

SR

v ¢
These new groups rejected the traditional plays of the Finnish writer

11

Topelius®® and with him the traditional fairytale, They mbved to ,establish a

4 .
. . . . +

]

JOMarja Kurkela, Children's Theatre in Finland frem the Sixties to
the Eighties—-Views and Experiences (Helsinki: The/Finnish ASSITEJ Centre, -
1981), po o ’

N . . >

1 ) ) - e ]
akari4Tope11u344r1nnish—journa1ist*and*critic"—wrnte*aitugether*““*——'*
twenty-seven children's plays in the 1850's and 1860's. Most of them are
based on/folk tales, some Finnish, some’that: had reached‘Finland from
-elsewhere. But it is noteworthy that besides the classic tales, Topelius ~
also wrote adventure plays set in the everyddy world of: the schoolchildren
of his day. (See Kurkela, p, 3.)°

s L. . L !

L J . . . . L4
, .
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pattern more directly in contact with the child's world and similar to what

, otber‘co%ntries had. This contact with other countries came at the first.

Scandinavian‘meeting*for children's theatre held in Denmark in 1970.,
¢ \ In Sweden there were already several touring children's
theatré/groups, and in” addition, the biggest established .
theatres in the country were just beginning to produce
children's -theatre following ‘the example of the groups. Thus
Swedish experience and views carried considerable weight at
the seminar and had a powerful influence on practice in
Finland following the seminar. 12 -

The declaration from the 1970, conference also, carried objectives:
*1. It is.the duky of the society to ensure tgat all

children have access to the tfieatre regardless of

geographical, economic and social circumstances. Every

limitation of .sanction aimed at ti® content, form or

‘making public of children's theatre has led and leads to a.

limitation of freedom of expression and thus reinforces

discrimination against the ckild in society.

~ 3

2. We do not wish to bring up new consumers. for the
theatre. . \ v
+

3. We see the theatre and the child's own creative
theatre dctivities as 'instruments to develop the child's
imagination arid awareness. The theatre must not present
prevailing conditions as self—evident. '

> . .
.The new companies returned from the congress determined to implement the
~ .

objectives in Finland..

- s

-

-

‘

-

Young “theatre people began to produce political theatre
varying in form from cabaret to social reportage, -
kitchen—sink realism to historical spectacle, etg....Because
fairytales were considered to obscure the child's picture of.
reality, princedses, witches and fairies were sentenced to be
banished completely from children's cultd&e, like the distaff
from the kingdom of Sleeping Beauty. t

In the new educational children's plays, ‘real problems
were dealt with instead of the m»rriage cares of princesses.

12°Kurke‘la, p. 4.

LY

Dgurkela; p.
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Lo the automobile cult, pollution of the environménq, the )
-~ dangers 'of sweets, alcohol, drugs and tobacco, con- ' . ‘ :
ditions in.developing countries, etc., It was typical
o of ‘these plays, né matter what the subject, that they
' presented one problem and its solution. -
- . " If some of the one~problem plays were a hit ‘
wooden, operating on one level, and often as black ard
white in their composition as Topelius' plays were,
there were also a number of fresh and inventive pro-

ductione:}ﬁ,ﬂ,/!/ C

-T -

. . > ’ ’ . ' .
As the digade advanced, the complexity of social and political problems

X3

- .

~ -
became apparent anJ'the demand for a richer theatre also developed. There was
a yearning for the individual point of view, for total characterization. ~
. g . . e

Partly by exehange with East Eurgpean coyntries, it was realized that the
*
. ‘ .
portraying of ‘social realitx\in Finland in art had been very narrow and

‘stereotyped. . )// N ) .

*
— *
v

- - - ..— Children's theatre was especially influenced by the
© translating»q/.children s books and works of education.,
cF When the vital benefit derived from the classic [sic] and
from folk tales by East European culture was seen,
.o theatre people in Finland discdvered. anew their own folk
# - tradition and realized the scope offered to children's -
& theatre by fairy tales, stories, pdems_gnd nursery
. rhymes. It was recognized that through fairy tales -
' . social reality could be described more richly than by
d/;ectly educative plays.-
Partly due to the same influences, aesthetip
education began to be spoken of in theatre education....
Furthg;né?g; when the possibility of using the folk
tradition as a means of teaching internationalism and as
, . a counter‘to the super-national- 'trash' culture was .
' /" realized, the playing of folk tales from the <
) vmid-seventies onwards became for several years a new
mainline in Finnish children's theaire.15 .

”, -
L)

With this movement...

* A4 ,
Certain deep-rooted ideas about children's theatre

were evaluated anew; among them‘the 'on the child's

-
[}

.
T * ' 3\ . T
7

légurkela, pp. 5<6. ° : .

. 15Kurkela, p. 8. .

. Q | ‘ ) , 1 1 o
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‘ reached the conclusien that . ¢ . . .

, -11- . .

terms' principle was found hollow, rigid demands for age . t- SN
grouping medhanical, -and 'brush—yOur -teeth' p]ayq [and]

one-problem plays, over- simplified 16 , !

- - ’
»

‘

Even though the artistic ele ents were stressed more, children's theatre
g ' Ki“r& |

’ ‘ . P S
was ‘'still seen as "a second-class art, it was art at a].l,."17

a ) .r , . -
JuSsi\?eIhinen; writer for children and\theatre director, described the

. " .
b .
N -

problem in educational and attitudinal terms. )
L] ’ 3 ) v ) Rﬂ
The children's physician is a §pecialis§ physician. "~

Before he can specialize he must be a general . *

practitibner;r One can only, handle children's theatre |
when one can.handle theatre in general. Let the staging

of plays by Shakespeare or Brecht be the normal challenge
for. those concerned with children's theatre, let the .
staging of children's plays be theitr special . ~
challenge...18 . -

~
- -

~

He called for an elimination of performances that talked down to the child,

that were dishonest or “childish." He found hope in "l..the‘fact that the
. Py . ~ ot .
training centre of the'Finnish Theat{e Academy arranged a week-long

. 3

supplenintary training course on children®s theatre.lg* An articulate .

' »

reflection of this view came in the 1979 Year . of the Child seminars which

...good children s theafre is good theatre-—though not .

~all 'good -theatrg is good. children's theatre. This view - L
also contains the idea that ne age grouping is required .
for plays except the lowest age limit--or in fact the T
idea of family theatre.20 - . L
— : o . F %
< » v
16Kerela, p. 9. 4 S T P

. 17Kurkela, p. 12.° - ) . ‘o
18Kurkela, p. 12.
. 19Kurkela‘, p. ‘13. R

" 20gurkela, p. 13.
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There are now in Finland four CT companies and three puppet companies,

all touring ahd without home theatres. fMost of their_income (si;ty percent)
is earned and the ‘forty percent subsidy amounts to about seven Marks per child

. J .
spectator compared with 150 Marks per adult. spectator appropriated for opera.

’ 4 - e

Tw% puppet and two children's theatre companies hope to have regulér'stages in

.

T

the next few years. The material performed varies. This year, for example,

one company will be doiné one ‘contemporary piece, one classic or fairy tale,

. ¢ -

. ‘

ahd one‘§tory §rom.fhe 1950's.21

- ~
CONCLUSION . ,

4 -~
a ¢ 4

- ".Rhere are majgf political/socialr trends in much og the theatre for,
N = // . i
" children in Western Europe.' These tend to be strongef where tﬁére is .
. N N B - . . ‘\I . .
‘polit§cal unrest, as in Portugal and, Spain, for example. The thedtres tend to . v

T., . be shhool oriénted, dften sﬁbsid;zed’by dedication of'the collective company s
“f\ / o . , PR ( . a‘
- which develops its own material and tourg all year. All of the West European °
-y 2 R -
- céuntries I have contatted have this type of theatre—in—educat?bn. Most alspo-
) i ) "

%

s ) ﬁaVe some companies perfo;ming traditiomal fairy tale productions, fully

u

o~

:staged duriﬁ; selgcted seasons of the year. West Germaﬁy'and Sweden, “for~

- N ,
example, have some commércial theatres doing fairy tales to large audiences,

¢ - -
primarily to maké‘money.

- +. There-is a greatzneed in the United States for a conference on Political
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g qu Aesthetic trends in American Theatre for Children. It would be helpful -
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for us as a profeggion to discuss our views and obﬁgﬁtives. A
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21Nena Stenfus,‘intérview,conducted at ASSITéJ Congress, Lyons,
France, 15 June 1981. <o
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